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Sauromalus varius Dickerson 
Piebald Chuckwalla 
Sauromalus Townsend, 1916:428. 
Sauromalus varius Dickerson, 191 9:464. qpe-locality, "San 
Esteban Island, Gulf of California, [Sonora] Mexico." Ho- 
lotype, National Museum of Natural History (USNM) 
64441, adult male, collected by C.H. Townsend on 13 April 
191 1 (not examined by authors). See Comment. 
Content. This species is monotypic. 
Definition. Sauromalus varius is a large. stout-bodied, sexu- 
ally dimorphic species, with maximum head and body size of 
adult males and females 324 mm and 314 mm SVL, respec- 
tively (Case, 1982). Adults may reach a length of 600 mm total 
length (Shaw, 1945). This species is the largest member of the 
genus. 
The head and body are much depressed, the latter being 
very broad. The top of the head is covered with smooth, irregu- 
lar scales, which are larger in the frontal and parietal regions 
and become tubercular in the latter region. The superciliaries 
and the supraoculars are small and juxtaposed. Aseries of short, 
smooth suboculars, following the contour of the orbit, pass up- - ward and posteriorly to the anterior border of the ear opening. 
The labials are minute and juxtaposed. The rostra1 is divided 
- 
Map. Distribution of Sauromalus varius (see text). 
~n to  four hexagonal scales. The symphyseal is long and nar- 
row. A series of enlarged sublabials merge with the granular 
gular scales. The lateral neck fold, posterior to the ear opening, 
1s covered by small tubercular or subconical scales. The nuchal 
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Figure 1. Adult Snurotnalus vaPrlr.7 from lsla San Esteban, Gult ot Cal~lorn~a, Sonora, MCx~co 
scales are short, tubercular and subconical, weakly spinose, and 
grade into a median band of relatively large but weakly spinose 
scales extending to the rump. Lateral scalation is finer and some- 
what granular with short, blunt spines. Scales on the prominent 
lateral fold are somewhat enlarged and bluntly spinose. The 
ventral scales are smaller than the median dorsal scales and weak- 
ly spinose, especially on the chest. Scale rows between the gu- 
lar fold and the vent number 150- 165 ( a  = 158.5, N = l I; Shaw, 
1945). Dorsal scalation of the forelimbs is relatively coarse, 
weakly spinose, and faintly carinate. Scalation of the femoral 
region on the hind limbs is relatively fine, occasionally weakly 
carinate, and feebly spinose. Femoral pores number 15-18 ( f  
= 16.1, N = 1 1 ; Shaw, 1945). The unregenerated tail length is 
50-5690 of the total body length. Scales on the tail are arranged 
in spirals and are smooth and weakly spinose, except dorsally 
towards the tip where they become more sharply spinose and 
faintly carinate. Caudal scales number 30-35 ( a  = 32.0, N = 
1 1 ; Shaw, 1945). 
The adult color pattern consists of large, irregular charcoal 
blotches on a yellowish to cream-brown ground color. Juve- 
niles possess indistinct, brown transverse bands superimposed 
upon a light ground color with darker, irregular spots. Banding 
disappears with increased size. 
Diagnosis. Sauromalus varius is distinguished from all other 
Saurornalus by its large adult body size and a color pattern of 
large, irregular charcoal blotches on a yellowish to cream-brown 
ground color. 
Descriptions. Sauromalus variw was originally described by 
Dickerson (1919). Additional descriptions were provided by 
Cope (1900), Schmidt (1922). Van Denburgh (1922), and Shaw 
( 1945). Robinson (1 972, 1974) described the karyotype (2N = 
36, with 12 macrochromosomes and 24 microchromosomes). 
Illustrations. Color photographs of an adult were published 
by Lawler and Jarchow (1986), Obst et al. (1988), and Gray 
(1995). Gray (1995) also published a color photograph of a 
juvenile. A color photograph in Roberts and Roberts (1976) is 
incorrectly labeled as S. obesus. Black and white photographs 
of adults were published by Schmidt (1922), Sylber (1985a), 
and Lawler and Jarchow (1986). Black and white photographs 
of juveniles were published by Sylber (1985a) and Lawler and 
Jarchow (1986). Schmidt (1922) published a black and white 
drawing of the dorsal and lateral views of the head and neck of 
an adult. Conti and Crowley (1939) showed black and white 
photographs of S. varius with tumor-like growths in the neck 
and leg and a photomicrograph of the isolated causal agent. A 
black and white photograph of a subpharyngeal abscess in S. 
? 
varius was published by Lawler and Jarchow (1986). Robinson 
(1972, 1974) illustrated the karyotype. 
Distribution. Sauromalus varius is endemic to Isla San 
Esteban, Gulf of California, Sonora, MCxico. Hybrids between 
S. varius, S. hispidus, and S. obesus were reported from Isla 
Alcatraz (Pelicano), Gulf of California, MCxico (Robinson, 
1972). where the species was reportedly introduced (Lowe and 
Norris, 1955). Soul6 and Sloan (1966) reported a sight record 
from lsla Lobos (Datil). However, no specimens have ever been 
collected or sighted since and its occurrence there is considered 
unlikely. 
Fossil Record. None. 
Pertinent Literature. Taxonomic descriptions were published 
by Dickerson (1919), Schmidt (1922), Van Denburgh (1922), 
and Shaw (1945). A key to the species of Sauromalus, includ- 
ing S. varius, was presented in Smith and Taylor (1950). A 
bibliography of Sauromalus was published by Beaman et al. 
(1997). Specific topics include: natural history (Lowe and 
Norris, 1955; Blair, 1994); bacteriology (Conti and Crowley, 
1939); parasites (Newell and Ryckman, 1964); urinary tract dis- 
ease (Frye, 1983); tumor-like growths (Conti and Crowley, 1939; 
Bostic, 1971); lateral lymph sacs and salt secretory glands (Norris 
and Dawson, 1964); color adaptation and thermal relationships 
(Norris, 1963, 1967); energetics and diet (Pough, 1973); physi- 
ology and behavior (Bartholomew, 1963); hormonal function 
(Quay and Wilhoft, 1964); endangered species status (Anony- 
mous, 1979; Dodd, 1979, 1980; Finnley, 1979a, b); colic modi- m 
fications and evolution of herbivory (Iverson, 1980); evolution 
of body size and ecology (Case, 1978, 1982; Grismer et al., 
1995); genetic characteristics of captive and natural populations 
(Densmore et al., 1994); captive management (Lawler, 1982, 
1994; Lawler and Jarchow, 1986; Lawler et al., 1994; Gray, 1995; 
Mahaney, 1995); origins and evolution (Murphy, 1983~1, b; 
Grismer, 1994a, b); feeding habits (Sylber, 1985a, 1988); social 
organization and mating (Ryan, 1982; Carothers, 1984); repro- 
duction and relocation (Sylber, 1985b); phylogenetic relation- 
ships (de Queiroz, 1987a, b; Sites and Murphy, 1991); system- 
atics and evolution (Hollingsworth, 1995). Mellink (1995) in- 
- - .  
Figure 2. Juvenile Sauromalus varius from lsla San Esteban. Gulf of California, Sonora, MCxico. 
cluded S. varius in a discussion of commercial trade in reptiles. 
Various authors discussed the distribution of S, varius in Baja 
n California (Lindsay, 1962; Soult and Sloan, 1966; Loomis et 
al., 1974; Case, 1983; Murphy, 1983a, b; Murphy and Ottley, 
1984; Grismer, 1994a, b). 
Etymology. The specific name varius comes from the Latin 
root vari which means "different" or "changing" and presum- 
ably refers to the distinct dorsal color pattern of this lizard. The 
word chuckwalla or chuckawalla, originally written in Spanish 
as "chacahuala," is derived from the Shoshone word "tcaxxwal" 
or "caxwal", the form used by the Cahuilla Indians of south- 
eastern California (Morris, 1971). Chuckwalla is more com- 
monly used and is preferred. 
Comment. The holotype was collected during an expedition 
jointly sponsored by the United States Bureau of Fisheries (a 
predecessor of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) and the Ameri- 
can Museum of Natural History. The specimen was originally 
catalogued into the collection of the latter (AMNH 5633) and 
subsequently sent to the U.S. National Museum under an agree- 
ment between the two institutions, where it was catalogued on 
9 December 1921 (Townsend, 1916; Dickerson, 1919; R.P. 
Reynolds, in litt., 10.VIII.95). 
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